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A  BRIEF  SKETCH  OF 
THE   PHOTOGRAPHS    OF    LINCOLN 

By  FREDERICK  HILL  MESERVE 

A  DAGUERREOTYPE  of  Abraham  Lincoln  was 
made  about  1848,  >vhen  he  was  thirty-nine 
years  of  age.  This  is  the  earliest  known  por- 
trait of  the  young  lawyer  of  Springfield,  Illinois, 
who  had  just  been  elected  to  Congress.  This 
portrait  is  now^  owned  by  his  son,  Hon.  Robert  T. 
Lincoln  of  Chicago.  Another  early  portrait  exists, 
the  ambrotype,  made  in  Chicago  in  1854,  but  few 
were  made  previous  to  the  time  of  the  debates  with 
Douglas  in  1858,  when  Lincoln  sprang  into  national 
fame. 

All  of  the  photographs  before  1860  show  Mr. 
Lincoln  w^ith  a  shaven  face.  The  nose  w^as  prominent, 
cheeks  somewhat  sunken,  eyes  deep  set,  brows  w^ell 
marked,  the  mouth  large  and  lips  full.  The  lines 
about  the  mouth,  ^vhich  deepened  when  the  cares  of 
state  and  the  burdens  of  the  w^ar  came  upon  him,  are 
plainly  seen  in  all  of  his  earlier  portraits.  There 
was  a  mole  on  the  right  side  of  his  face  near  the 
mouth  w^hich  is  noticeable  in  all  of  the  full  face 
portraits. 

It  is  evident  that  most  of  the  pictures  w^ere  made 
without  preparation  and  they  do  not  show^  great 
care  in  dress.  His  hair,  which  was  worn  longer 
than  the  present  fashion,  was  often  carelessly  brushed. 
It  is  said  of  one  portrait,  made  during  the  Douglas 
debates,  which  show^s  the  hair  greatly  disheveled, 
that  he  ran  his  fingers  through  it  deliberately  before 
the  plate  w^as  exposed.  In  another,  he  is  w^earing 
the  photographer's  coat,  w^hich  is  apparently  too 
small  for  him. 


The  old  wet-plates  of  this  period  required  time 
to  fix  the  image  and  some  of  the  photographs  taken 
by  Brady  show  the  iron  head  rest  w^hich  w^as  very 
necessary  to  prevent  movement.  One,  of  the  in- 
teresting series  of  Lincoln  made  on  the  Field  of 
Antietam  in  October,  1862,  after  the  battle,  shows 
that  he  moved  his  head  too  soon. 

On  February  27,  1860,  the  day  of  his  famous 
Cooper  Institute  speech  in  New  York,  Lincoln  first 
visited  Brady,  w^ho  then  had  a  studio  on  Broadw^ay. 
Lincoln  himself  said  of  this  speech  and  portrait  that 
they  both  helped  to  make  him  President. 

After  his  nomination  in  1860,  very  many  portraits 
w^ere  made  of  Lincoln.  Wherever  he  w^ent,  he  w^as 
asked  by  friends  to  sit  for  a  photograph,  and  these 
personal  mementoes  of  the  great  American  are 
highly  prized  by  their  fortunate  possessors.  About 
this  time  he  began  to  grow^  the  beard  shown  in  all 
of  his  portraits  as  President,  but  there  is  a  photograph 
show^ing  its  beginning  ^vhich  excited  the  notice  and 
even  the  ridicule  of  the  day. 

A  number  of  portraits  w^ere  made  w^ith  "Tad," 
the  son  Thomas  who  died  six  years  after  his  father, 
but  no  family  groups  appear  to  have  been  made  by 
the  camera,  and  it  is  believed  that  Mrs.  Lincoln,  of 
whom  many  portraits  were  made,  -was  never  photo- 
graphed with  Mr.  Lincoln. 

The  pen  with  which  President  Lincoln  signed 
the  Emancipation  Proclamation  has  been  carefully 
preserved,  but  no  picture,  other  than  imperfect 
drawings,  shows  the  historic  scene,  for  the  flash  light, 
which  was  later  to  permit  the  pictorial  record  of 
historical  events,  "was  not  invented  as  an  adjunct  of 
the   camera.     It  w^as  also  before  the  time  of  snap 


shots,  and  few  portraits  of  this  period  exist  that  were 
made  w^ithout  studio  properties. 

The  profile  portrait  show^n  here  was  probably 
made  during  the  last  part  of  1864,  and  is  perhaps  the 
best  know^n  of  the  profile  photographs  of  Lincoln. 
It  has  been  widely  used  as  the  basis  of  engravings 
and  etchings.  The  w^et-plate  glass  negative,  ow^ned 
by  the  w^riter,  from  w^hich  this  print  w^as  made,  w^as 
originally  varnished  for  protection,  and  is  badly 
scratched,  but  has  never  been  "touched  up."  In  this 
portrait  the  real  Lincoln  is  seen  near  the  end  of  his 
career. 

There  are  said  to  be  over  one  hundred  different 
photographs  of  Lincoln.  Perhaps  all  have  been 
published,  and  the  discovery  of  a  new^  one  among 
the  forgotten  negatives?  of  some  old  photograph 
gallery  w^ould  be  an  event  of  great,  interest 
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